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Introduction
by William M. Kluwe*
The use of plastics and plastic-containing prod-
ucts is a reality of modern life that has trans-
formed both the home and work environments. In
addition to the polymerized molecules that form the
matrix of the plastic, however, other chemicals
(adjuvants) are commonly incorporated into plastic
products to impart specific use or performance
characteristics such as combustion resistance, color
enhancement or resiliency. O0tho esters ofphthalic
acid, or phthalate esters as they are generally
referred to, have been used to impart flexibility to
plastics and may comprise as much as 50% by
weight of the final product. Such plasticizers are
not polymerized into the plastic matrix and may,
with time and use, migrate fromtheplastic and into
the external environment (although the plastic
products are obviously designed to retain the
plasticizer and, thereby, remain flexible). Readers
are referred to an earlier, comprehensive report for
more information on the use of phthalate ester
plasticizers (1).
Di(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate (DEHP) is the most
commonly used plasticizer for poly(vinyl chloride)
products, including syringes, dialysis tubing and
other medical devices. DEHP is also used as a
dielectric fluid in transformers and as a hydraulic
fluid in heavy machinery. An estimated 400 million
pounds of DEHP is produced annually in the
United States (2). Since all plastic products are
ultimately disposed of in the environment, human
exposure to DEHP and other components of plas-
tics can occur via contact with water and soil (and
air, in some instances), as well as through direct
contact with plastic products.
*National Toxicology Program, P. 0. Box 12233, Research
Triangle Park, North Carolina 27709.
The toxic potentials to humans of DEHP and
other phthalate esters were generally perceived to
be quite low until the recent report (3) by the
National Toxicology Program (NTP) that chronic
ingestion of DEHP via feed (dietary incorporation)
caused tumors in both sexes of rats and mice. The
controversy and public interest that surrounded
these findings, and their impact on regulations to
protect public health, prompted the NTP in collab-
oration with the U.S. Interagency Regulatory Liai-
sonGroup (IRLG) andthe Chemical Manufacturer's
Association (CMA)toconvene aconference todiscuss
the toxicology ofphthalate esters and related issues
(Conference on Phthalates, June 9-11, 1981, Wash-
ington, D.C.). Scientists from several countries,
representing both the public and private sectors,
attendedandparticipatedintheconference. Selected
portions of the scientific sessions and related dis-
cussion were submitted to Environmental Health
Perspectives for publication to reach a wider audi-
ence than could attend the conference. The orga-
nizers and participants from the Conference on
Phthalates wish to thank the editors of Environ-
mental Health Perspectives for the opportunity to
publish these proceedings.
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